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What is a Monitoring Protocol and Why 
do we Need Them?

“Monitoring protocols are detailed study plans that explain how 
data are to be collected, managed, analyzed, and reported, and 
are a key component of quality assurance for natural resource 

monitoring programs” (Oakley et al. 2003)

Designing a long-term monitoring program is like 
getting a tattoo: you need to really think about what 
you want, because making major changes later will 
be messy and painful.

Protocol Development is an expensive, time-
consuming process that requires a research 
component.

Designing a Monitoring Program requires a large up-
front investment that should be captured in the 
protocol document



Why are Protocols Especially Important 
for Long-term Monitoring?

We need to be certain that changes detected by monitoring 
actually are occurring in nature and not simply a result of 

measurements being taken by different people or in slightly 
different ways

• Long-term monitoring; Different people will be doing the 
monitoring; changeover in personnel is expected.

• Experts that design the protocol and plans for analysis 
will retire or change jobs.

• Necessary to share/compare approach and results 
among different agencies and among sites.



http://science.nature.nps.gov/im/monitor
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NPS-USGS Protocol Standards  (REQUIRED): 

Wildlife Society Bulletin 2003 31(4): 1000-1003.



Recommended Protocol Format

• Protocol Narrative
– Overview of the various components of the protocol

• Series of Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs)
– Written in the form of instructions with step-by-step details 

of how to carry out the procedure
– Number and content of SOPs determined by PIs
– One of the SOPs should describe procedures for making 

protocol revisions and archiving versions

• Supplementary Materials
– example databases, maps, photographs, etc.
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Important Note: This sampling protocol consists of this Protocol 
Narrative and the following Standard Operating Procedures 
(SOPs):

SOP  1: Preparations/Equip. Setup Prior to the Field Season
SOP  2: Training Observers
SOP  3: Using the Global Positioning System
SOP  4: Establishing and Marking Sampling Plots
SOP  5: Conducting the Variable Circular Plot Count
SOP  6: Documenting Habitat Variables
SOP  7: Data Management
SOP  8: Data Analysis
SOP  9: Reporting
SOP 10: Procedures/Equip. Storage after the Field Season
SOP 11: Revising the Protocol


	Recommended Protocol Format

